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culminating in anarchy, filled the years from 695 to 717. As
ever, the foes of Byzantium seized their opportunity.
Revolts in Italy became more frequent and more serious.
Carthage fell at last to the Islamic invader. The Bulgarians,
profiting by political discord within the Empire, established
themselves south of the Danube. In Asia Minor the loyalty
of the Byzantine troops and of their leaders had been sapped
by constant rebellions, while from Damascus the Umayyads,
whose Empire was now approaching its zenith, mercilessly
ravaged the unguarded provinces. In 717 the spearhead of
the Islamic advance threatened the capital. A determined
investment of Constantinople by land and sea followed, and
for twelve months victory hung in the balance. In the same
year Leo III (717-41) came to the throne, and the saving of
Constantinople from the concentrated thrust of the first
great Muslim Empire was the earliest achievement of the
new dynasty.
VI
The birthplace of the so-called 'Isaurian' rulers is not
certainly known, though northern Syria appears most
probable. Their Asiatic origin is generally admitted, and
many aspects of their policy, which, owing to the meagre
and hostile character of the sources, has been much debated,
seem to display an alien challenge to the Graeco-Uoman
traditions of the Empire. Of the military services of the
Isaurian Emperors there can be no doubt; even their bitterest
opponents gratefully remembered them as saviours of the
commonwealth in its direst need.
The contraction of the frontiers of East Rome had brought
with it a straitening of her financial resources, a slowing-
down of her commercial activities, and a narrowing of her
intellectual and spiritual life. Under the stress of constant
warfare, art and letters had declined, and the seventh
century is perhaps the most barren period in the history of
Byzantine civilization. The resulting paucity of records has
left many gaps in our knowledge. Fuller information would
reveal the transformation of the Empire, and the heroic
efforts which must have been necessary to adapt it to the new
and perilous conditions brought about by the invasions. It